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THE BOOK OF ECCLESIASTES. 

By Prof. F. B. Denio, 
Bangor, Me. 

The book of Ecclesiastes might well be called a picture of 
the soul of the Prodigal Son on his return to the Father. At 
the outset there is the conviction of the unsatisfying tiature 
of the life he has led, in the body of the book are to be found 
alternations of judgment and feeling, of cynicism and earn- 
nestness in their struggle for mastery, at the close is the final 
victory of his better self. The writer had not yet come into 
a permanently settled habit of religious feeling and content- 
ment. He therefore shows his vacillating moods. At the 
outset he declares what most persons at some time in their 
experience feel strongly enough, that all is vanity, all the 
labor in this life is fruitless and vexatious. This sentiment 
is the burden of many a Christian hymn. The various fea- 
tures of human life which excite this feeling are declared to 
be the inadequacy of wisdom or pleasure to give satisfaction, 
the injustice and folly displayed among men in their treat- 
ment of each other, also the inequality of the present condi- 
tion of the righteous and the wicked and the consequent 
difficulty of believing that there is a righteous God who has 
a providential government over this world. 

The standpoint of the writer must be gathered from the 
contents and the tone of the book itself. While the writer 
has the tone of a blase man of the world, he is not beyond 
manifesting strong feeling. While he shows himself a keen 
thinker, the emotions which lie back of his thought are at 
times stronger than the thought itself. Sated but unsatisfied 
with the world and its pleasures, wearied by the sight of in- 
justice among men, especially as displayed by superiors to 
their inferiors, recognizing with pain the fact that the deal- 
ings of God are apparently not based upon the moral deserts 
of men, the writer expresses his sentiments concerning the 
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problems of life. It is to be noted that there is slight trace 
of Israelitish sentiment, and no consciousness of a national 
history great and divinely favored in the past, nor bright 
anticipations respecting the future. The Kingdom of God 
seems to touch neither the hope nor the imagination. There 
are few words which might suggest that the writer was even 
a Jew. The Semitic fondness for proverbs, the lack of 
apparent logical purpose, and the calm conviction of the 
Israelite respecting the reality and the righteousness of God, 
are the points which he holds in common with the covenant 
religion of Israel. He seems wholly separated from the 
mighty current of promise and of national consciousness 
which makes the historical, prophetic and lyric literature of 
the Old Testament so rich and strong. The distinctive theo- 
cratic consciousness of the Old Testament is lacking in this 
book as in the rest of the Wisdom literature. One might 
think that the Preacher lived at a time of general decay and 
shared the sentiments of his time, or that he had lost faith in 
the special calling of Israel. 

JHe seems to have been a disappointed old man who knew 
from observation and experience what was in the heights 
and depths of human life. Doubtless as a youth he had 
looked forward to life with ardor, had thought to win a 
name, perhaps to bring better things, certainly greater things, 
into the world than had previously been known. He would 
become wise and dazzle the world with wisdom hitherto un- 
surpassed, and at the same time enjoy all the pleasures of 
life. He had been self -centered and had accomplished many 
things, but only to his disappointment. During his career 
he had ignored the religious convictions of his race ; in his 
■old age these convictions reasserted themselves. They were 
the fundamental convictions which lie at the basis of true 
religion. His hopes and enthusiasms have lost their power, 
and he records the lessons from his life at the same time that 
he pictures the varying moods of his mind while writing. 

When the relation of Ecclesiastes to the rest of the Old 
Testament is considered, we note that it teaches that although 
a righteous life may not secure outward tokens of divine 
favor, it will surely secure God's approbation, and it will be 
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well with those who fear God. It teaches that there is a 
temporal, even though there should be no material, reward 
for virtue. It seems that we must say that the morality of 
the larger part of Israel was based upon a belief in material 
prosperity as the blessing attendant upon obedience to God, 
and that the service of Jehovah would secure earthly and 
•visible rewards. The Old Testament does not lack indication 
that the divine teaching pointed to spiritual blessings, peace 
of mind and heart, peace with God, consciousness of his 
approval and favor as the blessed rewards of piety, but the 
human hearts of the Jews clung to the outward and visible, 
rather than the inward rewards. Owing to the ignorance or 
forgetfulness of the teaching thus far made, the contrast 
between the theoretic deserts and the reality shook the faith 
of many believers as they meditated upon the providence of 
God. ' ' When the cherished faith in temporal retribution, 
was utterly subverted by the melancholy experience of the 
reversion of destinies; when the longing minds of the 
desponding people, released from the terrors of the law 

began to resort to various other experiments to obtain 

happiness, Coheleth disclosed a new bar of judgment in the. 
world to come. There the judge of the quick and the dead 
will rectify all the inequalities which take place here." 
Therefore the teaching correlated to that of the reward for 
virtue is that of the punishment of vice. Unless there were 
some suggestion of explanation of the fact that the wicked 
prosper in this life and seem to prolong their lives by means, 
of their wickedness, it seems that there must be a deficiency 
in a book which was to serve such providential purposes as 
the Old Testament does. It would be possible to doubt the 
justice ©f God if teaching on this point were left out of a 
record of revelation. Even the heathen moralists could 
affirm almost beyond a doubt that there was to be a future in 
which the present inequalities among men should be recti- 
fied ; much more was it fitting that the teachings of Ecclesi- 
astes should be part of the preparation for the coming of Him 
who brought life and incorruption to light through the gos- 
pel. When Christ came there was a general conviction that 
a judgment was to come. We must attribute this result 
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in part, if not largely, to the book of Ecclesiastes. It is not 
suggested that the Preacher saw clearly. The book is a cry 
for more light as well as a declaration of light already seen. 

The intellectual value of the book is that it shows the mode 
in which the Jewish mind dealt with the problem contained 
in it. Kindred problems were stirring the minds of other 
peoples. This is an evidence that the Spirit who is the 
source of physical, intellectual and spiritual life was brooding 
over many lands, quickening many peoples to a sense of 
their needs, and thus preparing for the coming of the Mes- 
siah. The kinship of the problems is enough to suggest a 
possibility of connection between the Preacher and Hellenic 
thought, but there is no need to derive his thought from that. 
It is not a view which honors God's providence to argue in 
this way. It is too much like deriving the wisdom of Plato 
from Moses. 

In theology Ecclesiastes adds an important contribution to 
Biblical material. " It puts more vividly than in any other 
way the worthlessness of human efforts to get happiness, and 
thus prepares the heart for God's way of happiness, a blame- 
less, pious, trustful life." A negative character is more 
prominent in the book. It shows the darkness of the out- 
look which is not irradiated by the joy and faith of him who 
is assured of the progress of the Kingdom. The Preacher 
shows no sign of having heard of a coming Kingdom. His 
rest is finally in duty, obedience to God. There is no enthu- 
siasm, little hope, and but a dull courage for duty. Yet this 
he shows to be immeasurably better than a self-seeking life. 
In this teaching is a positive element, audit is therefore a val- 
uable contribution to the Biblical Apologetic. We do not 
look to this branch of theology for pleasure, it does not min- 
ister directly to religious joy, but it is essential to edification. 
Ecclesiastes is not such an apologetic as an Occidental would 
have written, and it is better for this very reason. The 
Preacher had an unwavering belief in a just God who has 
created the world, and who controls it by a divine order. To 
him God is a reality, and not remote from him. And this is 
all true in spite of the fact that he is strongly inclined to 
view life from a pessimistic standpoint ; hence his unshaken 
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belief in the government and existence of God is the more 
significant. 

A necessary part of the message of the preacher of to-day 
is the utter insufficiency of what this world offers to meet the 
wants of the human heart. It is well that there is in the 
Bible a book like this for the purpose of teaching the vanity 
of all earthly things in themselves to meet the deep need of 
mankind. It is when this conviction has been attained that 
God's way of happiness will be sought. Thus in theological 
thought and for the pulpit the book is fundamental, and a 
necessary educational element. 

If one may hazard a precise date for the origin of Ecclesi- 
astes the year 360 B. C. is as worthy of consideration as any 
other. The two generations previous to the Macedonian 
conquest seem to be the period most adapted for the produc- 
tion of a book of this character. 

a. The language used in the book is a strong argument 
for an origin so late as here favored. It is not possible to 
ignore such arguments as those of Dr. Friedlaender [Jewish 
Quart. Rev., I., 359], for the Solomonic date, yet he argues 
more cogently against Gratz's date, 8 A. D., than for his 
own position. The evidence from language seems incontesta- 
ble. It should be remembered, however, as it seems not to 
be remembered, that the amount of literature from which we 
have to form our judgment is not great enough to warrant 
the certainty with which a conclusion is sometimes uttered on 
this point. The dogmatic statements occasionally seen do 
not savor of genuine scholarship. 

b. The place of the book in the religious thought of the 
Old Testament also seems to point to the late writing of this 
book. Already has attention been pointed to the statement, 
more positive than elsewhere seen, that there is to be a judg- 
ment where every person is to be judged and receive his 
deserts. 

c. It does not seem that there is any adequate reason to 
believe that the book had a still later origin. Perhaps the 
strongest argument for a later origin is that drawn from the 
fancied influence of Greek philosophy. It must be remem- 
bered that the travels of Herodotus had been recorded nearly 
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a century previous to the date above suggested. Thi^ indi- 
cates that there was intercourse possible among the nations 
of the earth, and history shows that such intercourse was 
actual. If there are slight traces of the influence of Greek 
thought in the book, the casual intercourse suggested would 
be sufficient to account for it. It would not have been 
strange if the Jews had been affected more from Greek influ- 
ence than the book suggests. In spite of these considera- 
tions it seems to me that there is not an atom of what might 
be called a genuine trace of Greek philosophy in the book. 
Rather we are to call the book a part of the result of that 
ferment which had been moving in India, China, Persia and 
Greece in centuries almost contemporaneous. There is a 
difference between the Preacher and Socrates. The Preacher 
discussed the divine character, the delay in the punishment 
of the wicked, the immortality of the soul and other ethical 
problems ; but he discusses them with less zest perhaps be- 
cause he has a keener sense of the baffling nature of the 
problem ; on the other hand he has an assurance of the exis- 
tence and righteousness of God which the Greek thinker can 
hardly be said to have had. 

d. If the occasion of the writing of Ecclesiastes be consid- 
ered, the date proposed is more likely than any other which 
would seem worthy of consideration. It is incredible that 
the book should have been written without a purpose. Judg- 
ing from the contents of the book it must have been written 
at a time when misrule and oppression were common ; when 
there were many rulers who were unworthy, and who from 
their previous life were not qualified for their position ; when 
the prosperity of the wicked and the insecurity of the right- 
eous were shattering every belief in a reward for virtue and 
punishment for vice. Himself emerging from the sins and 
errors of such a time, the Preacher discloses the judgment to 
come in a writing where he mingles his sympathy with the 
prevailing sentiments of his time and the new convictions of 
life and duty which have assumed control over him. 

It is such considerations as these which constitute a strong 
argument for the date which has been proposed. They seem 
decisive proof. It must be remembered that we know all too 
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little o'f the history of Israel, of the relations of Israel with 
other peoples, of the currents of linguistic usage which 
surged back and forth, the influence upon individual writers 
of their surroundings ; and whoever dogmatizes on the basis 
of his ignorance has a broad foundation. Again it occurs 
that a religious truth is revealed and recorded and then 
remains inoperative for a long time, hence it is not certain 
that the advanced utterance originated at the time where it 
seems by development to belong. Then too, there were 
many periods of misrule and oppression to which the book of 
Ecclesiastes might have applied. In spite of the absence of 
a record of the history of the Jews at the date suggested, we 
feel that it cannot but have been a time of misrule. It seems 
certain that the race could have not been prosperous, that na- 
tional sentiment must have been at a low ebb, and Messianic 
hopes weak. 



